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Interview with John Nealon 
Hay 12, 1989 
by Dr. Joseph Watras 
Watras: I ' m sitt ing with John Nealon. John, you were in the 
Dayton Public Schools from the years 1969 to 1976? 
Nealon: Yes, I started in 1959. 
Watras: What was your position during those years from 1969 to 
1976? 
Nealon: Well, I have to recalculate here. In 1969 I. •• To answer 
your question, Joe, yes, for a period of that time I was the 
supervisor of work training programs and that was for a period of 
approximately 8 years. Then, at the advent of desegregation of 
students in Dayton Public Schools, I became the 
founder/direct~r/coordinator/expeditor of the alternative school 
program which was a segment of the desegregation effort. 
Watras: In 1969, Wayne Carle came to the Dayton Schools and the 
newspapers noted that in the first meeting that he was going to set a 
different tone than Robert French had set. He had been the 
superintendent before Wayne Carle. Is that true? 
a different tone than French did? 
Did Wayne Carle set 
Nealon: Well, obviously their personalities were completely 
different. F r e n c h was a bit m 0 rea lao f, a bit Ie s s A~c e s sib 1 e but 
came across as a guy with a good deal of common sense. On the other 
hand, Carle came in and was very outgoing. Actually, for the lack of 
another way of expressing it, he reflected the sort of the "Kennedy 
Image" where you would be out front, Ilery eloquent, seemingly Ilery 
friendly. So, in that respect, he certainly presented a different 
image. ( 
Watras: I was talking with ••• oh, I'm sorry. 
Nealon: As far as my immediate assignment at that time, I was 
sort of trying to recollect some of my feelings of what was going 
on. In a way I saw a similarity as far as their association with 
myself. At that time r feel that French and Carle would have both, 
and I know I'm fumbling for words, but I want to be fair to both 
parties, I didn't halTe as much responsibility under French's tenure 
or under French when he was superintendent. I hadn't really adlTanced 
up the scale to managerial at that time, but I did feel that both of 
them would halTe approached me about the same way. And strangely 
enough, it was almost laisezz faire, it was almost like udo your 
thing and get your things done and let's take adlTantage of some of 
these monies that were meant to get inner-city kids inlTollTed in 
programming and in work experience and in trying to get them more 
interested in school and so forth. And during that time, and most of 
it during Superintendent Carle's regime, I started somewhat like 25 to 
30 different programs and a lot of it was just really sort of done on 
m yow n w her e I w 0 u 1 d jus t s tar t the m a n,d the r e was n 't a who 1 e lot 0 f 
direction but take adlTantage of elTerything you can get ahold of and 
if it's basically a good idea, run with it and make it work. I sort 
of like that atmosphere; I respect it. I think we got a heck of a lot 
of things done with the monies that were alTailable and some of those 
programs halTe stayed around to this day, which is sort of surprising. 
In that respect, I saw their management approach being somewhat 
similar, but I'm sure in other areas they were quite a bit different. 
O/)~N 
Watras: In 1973 Wayne Carle l eft and WiLLi. m Maxwell took over 
and of course the board had changed and it was less liberal. It was 
still a 4-3 split but it was 4 conservatilTes instead of 4 liberals who 
were in the majority. And, if I remember some of the news stories, 
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they actually rejected applying for federal funds in some cases, the 
school board, that is. It would not serve the Dayton Schools well, it 
would call for more integration and it would help break down the 
neighborhood schools. Did that affect you in any way? Did things 
change after Carle left and Maxwell took over? 
Nealon: Well, of course at that point in time, I think we were 
still trying to resolve whether we were going to have to go through 
the entire desegregation effort that we eventually ended up doing and 
when Mr. Maxwell came in, we had to present some plans to Judge 
Rubin. One of the components of the plan was to establish some 
alternative school plans, it probably served several purposes at that -
time. We were dealing with a group of kids who had become very 
alienated from school and you had to have an outlet for them, but 
also, it provided a vehicle ••• (turned off recorder) ••• it took care of 
an outlet for the kids who were alienated from the school system, 
but also we had a group of kids that were really concerned about going 
into strange neighborhoods, going into strange schools and what in the 
world is. going to happen to them. And so within a smaller setting we 
established a great deal of desegregation and it made it more 
powerful. In other words, if a kid went to a desegregated school 
where there were maybe not more than 150 kids on sight at anyone 
time, he might be able to accept that a bit more than going into a 
desegregated school where there were anywhere 1000 to 1500 on sight. 
And we were able to accomplish a great deal in the desegregation 
effort in that area. That was one of the components of the overall 
desegregation effort and that was established right towards the 
beginning of Mr. Maxwell's taking over. 
Watras: That's good. There were some sensitivity sessions ••• 
Nealon: That was during Wayne Carle's time. 
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Watras: ••• He tried to sensitize the staff to the problems that 
integration would bring about. Were those helpful or hurtful? 
Nealon: Well, in retrospect that was probably his main agenda. 
I didn't see a whole lot being done as far as changing curriculum or 
working on areas in curriculum, but I did see a great deal of energy 
being expended on trying to get the staff ready for desegregation. It 
probably needed to be done, whether it was successful or not depends 
on who you talk to. Dr. Carle had sensitivity sessions with his 
middle managers and I assume with his upper level managers. I can 
recall sitting in those sessions feeling a great deal of pressure 
being exerted to sort of bear your soul and try to say how you felt 
guilty about this and that. Frankly, my own opinion, well, I guess you 
have to go through this, but I'm really not sure how effective it was. 
I saw people break down and cry and I'd look at them and I'd wonder 
what the heck they're breaking down and crying about. Then towards 
the end of sessions, the ones that Dr. Carle conducted, he would then 
literally turn to people who had not responded and say, "Well 23 out 
of 25 had responded." I give him credit on one hand for getting 
really involved. Obviously it was a crusade with him to try to pull 
this thing off and do it as smoothly as possible and try to get people 
to really think about the benefits of desegregation of staff and how 
the fact that. •• on the other hand, I do think that the way it was 
approached caused a great deal of resentment among some staff members 
or a lot of staff members. 
Watras: I thought it was interesting what you sald about 
curriculum; you said you didn't see a lot of changes in curriculum but 
when he was pushing for the staff desegregation, one of the things 
that he did was set up middle schools. 
Nealon: Well, OK. You know I might have to back off on that 
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statement. I can see, yes, some of those types of things, but what I 
meant to say in effect was that I think that the overriding concern 
was the desegregation of staff and I guess with the feeling that if 
you desegregate the staff you're going to better serve the students of 
the district. I didn't see really the emphasis on, just getting kids 
to read and write better. Now that may be just too baSic, too simple; 
but I sure didn't see that. I think the overriding concern was the 
desegregation of staff and, as such, it became the main concern of 
staff members: Where am I going to be put? Am I going to like being 
in there? How am I going to make this switch? And so forth. And, as 
such, (this is my own personal opinion), probably the kids suffered as 
such. Maybe we had to go through that period of time before we began 
to address ourselves in how to make kids read and write better and 
communicate better and do math problems better. 
Watras: Did Wayne Carle ever say clearly why he wanted to 
desegregate staff? 
Nealon: I'm going to have to confess; I just can't remember. I 
remember sitting in a meeting and it just strike me as something ••• it 
just seemed to be ••• at times I would leave and I would wonder why we 
were doing all of this. It must be important but I'm not quite sure 
why. Now I felt that way and if I felt that way probably some other 
people felt that way, too. 
Watras: The newspapers, in 1971, report that the Department of 
Health, Education, and Welfare had come in and require that the Dayton 
Schools desegregate and they gave one year for voluntary desegregation 
and then said, now you've really got to do it. 
Nealon: If it had been reported in the newspaper it naturally 
should have been picked up by staff and so forth. I get the feeling 
that most of the people really did not understand why we were having 
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to go through all of this. 
Watras: When I spoke with Paul Ressler, who was then in Pupil 
Personnel and then Keith Haws who was the union president when the 
staff desegregation was undergoing. They both took some pride in the 
fact that it was done with a minimum of difficulty, that is, a minimum 
of problems. 
Nealon: Oh, I would say that that was probably true, and I would 
give them a great deal of credit for their efforts. I'm not sure that 
the sensitivity sessions were one of the reasons why it was done with 
a relative calmness and a degree of professionalism about them. 
Maybe, this is my feeling, it could have been accomplished without 
those at all. 
Watras: That is probably true. While the staff desegregation 
was going on, did anything happen to the ratio of blacks and whites in 
the district, that is, black and white teachers, or black and white 
administrators; did the ratio of blacks and whites, as you remember, 
go up or down? 
Nealon: Well, I don't have access to those figures, but it 
appeared to me that there certainly was an effort to try to involve 
more minorities at the administrative level and also, I am very sure 
of the fact that, whenever we set up a program or when we were dealing 
with a particular school staff, that we had to be very cognizant of 
having the appropriate members of each minority, whether it was male 
or female or black and white, represented on the staff. 
Watras: When you say you had to be cognizant about it, why? 
Nealon: When we dealt with personnel in order to set up a 
program or to set up the staff, we had to detail, we had ••• it was just 
one of those things that you definitely considered. 
Watras: And it was the district office that was requesting that 
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more than federal agencies? 
Nealon, Yes. Well, they, in turn, I'm sure, had to deal with 
reports to the federal and state agencies. But in our relationships 
with the district office, we knew from where we came from. 
just an accepted thing; it was no big deal. 
It was 
Watras: At the same time, the district was shrinking; that is to 
say, your number of students was declining. 
Nealon: Yes. 
Watras: So the number of faculty must have been declining; did 
the number of administrators decline, too? I would imagine it did. 
Nealon: Well, again, I just don't access to those figures but 
reason would stand, common sense would dictate that it would because 
you're going to be receiving less funds from state agencies for your 
student population and correspondingly, you're going to have less for 
your administration. 
Watras: But at the same time the shrinking enrollment, you were 
still being very careful of percentages of minorities. 
Nealon: Oh, yes. 
Watras: Did that put excessive pressure on people? 
Nealon: Well, I can recall one time in the alternative program 
where we were interviewing for assistan~4 and so forth, you just knew 
which way you had to go; if you're a white administrator and you're 
going to have maybe 2 or 3 additional administrators added to the 
overall program and open up different centers and so forth, you just 
have to have representatives oL •• whether it's a male or female, black 
or white, you just had to. That sort of dictated which way you had 
to go on certain situations as far as who you'd recommend for those 
positions. I'm not sure that's legal or not. You have to make things 
work and if that's the way the rules are written or the rules are 
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going to be interpreted, that's the way we had to go. 
Watras: Were you fairly ••• beyond those requirements, which you 
had to have, blacks and whites in the enrollment in reasonable 
proportions on your staff, were there other pressures as to who to 
select? There were some accusations, what I'm thinking of; when the 
conservatives were in power, there were some accusations that the 
conservatives were dictating who would be on the school staff. They 
wanted their ••• the school board members wanted their friends to be 
in positions of authority. There were similar accusations when the 
liberals were on the staff ••• 
Nealon: I think those accusations have been going on since I've 
been employed in this school district and I'm sure they are the types 
of things that people are confronted in other school districts, too. 
You hear that same type of accusation. I am not privy to any specific 
situation. 
Watras: You didn't feel those types of pressures? 
Nealon: Yeah, I tried to stay out of that type of stuff as much 
as possible. I wanted to do the job and let it go at that. Of course, 
that type of feeling hurts you in the long run because you really 
don't move ahead at times. In the long run, also, you feel better 
about what you ' ve accomplished . I can't say t ~~S any more 
prevalent in one administration than another. 
Watras: Let me just give you a chance, if I can, to celebrate 
what you did; that is, would you say that the desegregation was 
something that was good for the city of Dayton? Or would you say it 
was something that we had to go through than for the better? 
Nealon: We've been through it now (God knows, how many years?), 
you're talking 13 years; I think the effort on desegregation of staff 
and making it known to minorities that they too can run things and 
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that they too can get a chance for the ______ , I think it was 
excellent. It may lead to situations, at times, when somebody would 
think, "Well, that guy doesn't deserve that job." But in the long 
run, in the big picture, I think it gives hope to enough people, as 
minorities, male or female, whether they're black or oriental, if they 
can begin striving for those positions than they're not going to be 
~~ f.ltJ lib the n be c au s e 0 f the a c c ide n t 0 f ~  • I think that ' s great . 
Ideally, it's great for kids of different cultures and skin colors to 
associate and get to know each other. But I'm afraid I haven't seen 
\N 0" cJ) IAJ A Il.eAAJ+-
it happen to the degree that ~Ha'b t the expenditures that we have put 
the general public through. We have desegregated schools, ok? You 
look around, you see white and black faces but you see very little 
intermingling, very little substantial desegregation. You had the 
same feelings that you probably dealing with 15 years ago as you have 
today. 
Watras: Do you think it would have been better if we'd been able 
to use a metropolitan ? That has always been ••• -----
Nealon: I think you'd have the same problems within a school 
where you'd have 1500 students and if you're going into an inner-city, 
you'd have 1000 of black and 1000 black and you'd have your basically 
450 of your white kids standing off to the side in their own little 
clique and you'd have the other group in another clique. You will 
have a small number who will associate with one another, but basically 
you will find segregation within desegregated schools. I'm sure 
that's not a popular notion, but basically that's the way it is. 
Watras: Within your ••• you started several programs - the 
training supervising that you did, the alternative school that you 
did - were those made more possible as a result of efforts to 
desegregate? 
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Nealon: Oh, yes because the monies were available for that type 
of thing because it was an effort to try to mix kids culturally. At 
that particular time I oftentimes got the feeling that the State 
Department of Education was saying, "Geez, take this money and do 
something gainful with it." That is an oversimplification but I often 
got that feeling. 
Watras: I think it's a good attitude. 
Nealon: And if you can get some people who are willing to take 
some chances and willing to dream a little bit, it works for a period 
of time. But then as you become more successful then the powers of 
bureaucracy close in on you. Then you don't have that freedom, but 
ther's something to say for that, too. 
Watras: So you would have said that both of those programs were 
s(,c ce s s ful ? 
"O~ Nealon: I felt that they were. We sure helped a lot of kids and 
~y~ if you just boil it down to that, I mean I've ~ kids who wouldn't 
~ l:l f h a v ego t ten t h r 0 ugh s c h 0 0 1. I got a kid tot h ink he t t era b 0 u t 
::,.1> o.t~ education who hated school prior to that. I got a kid's family to 
~ '-JL'\ stop arguing about his not attending school all the time and get along 
~~ 
~ a lttle bit better. Those things happen hundreds and hundreds of 
time. So, yeah, I feel that those things were fairly successful and 
. w~~A~'I') 
whether the succes ses~tn at were enjoyed or not, I'm really not sure 
about that. 
Watras: But you didn't have any argument because of the efforts 
to desegregate or at least the efforts to desegregate may be due to 
set up these programs ••• 
Nealon: The work training programs, that started as a result of 
the great society effort and that was prior to desegregation. But I 
do tend to think that in some way or another it was all tied together , 
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it was an effort to move inner-city kids into middle class employment 
type situations and getting middle class employment managers learning 
to deal with and trying to understand, which in the long run helps 
them move into the full-time market place. I think that was 
definitely accomplished. Prior to that, we would take hundreds of 
kids to Wright Field, DA, DESC, the Post Office, and actually amounted 
to thousands over a period of time. And they would go to work in 
offices there and the people in the offices that had no experience 
whatsoever working with an inner-city, let alone a black kid. And, in 
some cases, it didn't work out and in some cases, previous feelings or 
the kid's attitude or the kid's or the way he worked on the job, 
caused more harm than probably it did good. But, in a far greater 
percentage of cases, we brought people together and it seemed to work 
and we dealing there with an adult and a kid. The same thing doesn't 
seem to happen in schools when we bring kids together, as far as I can 
perceive. And maybe I'm just being a little too negative, or maybe I 
expected too much to happen in the first place. I'm changing topics 
here, but I'm talking about what I see happening in schools right now 
as far as actual desegregation techniques. Now as far as when we went 
into the alternative program, that was a direct result of 
desegregation because it was one of the components of the overall 
desegregation program, it was presented to Judge Rubin and it was 
approved by Judge Rubin and it went into operation shortly after the 
desegregation effort began. I felt that we did probably, and again, 
when you're integrally involved in something and emotionally involved 
in something, you tend to think you're doing a better job than maybe 
an outsider would do. But I contended to think that when we dealt 
with kids in smaller numbers, smaller groups and at one time we had 
five alternative centers and there were probably a couple hundred kids 
1 1 
at each center and not all of them there at the same time; we used 
staggered school days and so forth. But I felt that when we dealt with 
them in smaller numbers, with the desegregated staff, that we did a 
much better job in making the desegregation experience a worthwhile 
one for all parties; not in all cases, though. We used to have some 
times when the kids did not get along. But, on the other hand, we had 
what I detected to be, some substantial results. We did a lot of 
things informally; formal programs as far as I could see, were a 
wasted effort and a waste of time. But, if you had people on staff 
whose hearts were good from both races and who really wanted to see 
kids get along and understand each other and they did it their own way 
in a fall setting as the occasion arose, I thought it was very, very 
good. 
Watras: If I was from another city and we were going to go 
through many of the same things that Dayton has gone through, we were 
faced with the questions of desegregation and I came to you and I 
asked you, "What advice could you give?" What would you tell me? 
Nealon: Well, you really have to sell the concept of parents, 
kids, that the most important thing that you're dealing with is the 
education, their education. And you really have to make it 
meaningful. And you can't just give lip-service to it. The only way 
you can do that is by showing them, the parents and the kids, that you 
really intend to do a good job with their education. That's what 
parents want from a school, whether it's black or white. Now, if, in 
doing this, you can show them that you're doing a good job with the 
education of their kids, and then you tell them, by God, the next 
thing we have to do is make people get along better with one another 
and one of the ways to do that is that we're going to put them in 
schools together, they're more likely to buy it. But if they think 
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that something is just being forced on them, whether it's white, 
black, or whatever and the federal government says that and it really 
isn't going to improve the education that much more, then they're not 
really going to accept it; they may do it because it's the law, but 
when the kid gets back home around suppertime, and they're going to 
raise Cain about having to send their kids across town, what good is 
it doing, are you learning more now than you did before, and that type 
of thing. What I would do, I don't know. I have never been saddled 
with that responsibility. But I think you have to sell, and not just 
sell, you have to demonstrate, that you're doing what you're supposed 
to do and have people believe it first. 
into these other directions. 
And then you can move off 
Watras: Do you think that's what the school district is trying 
to do now with the magnet schools in an effort to try and set up 
quality education? 
Nealon: I have to say, probably, that that is probably what 
h ey're trying to do and it's probably the overriding thing and I 
federal government is sort of setting direction that way. But I 
most of the parents know that that most important thing I can do 
for their kid is to read, communicate, and write and not be so worried 
about whether they're a diplomat or one of the high-falutin' names 
that we're giving magnet schools. That sounds good, but most people 
know down deep that if we can't teach them to read and write and 
communicate and do some basic math, the kid isn't ever going to be a 
diplomat; we're going to scratch that. It sort of, and this is sort 
for your benefit, you better turn Jt off, yeah. 
Watras: Just one thing, and that might be in line with what 
you had said about the schools needing to go first with quality 
education and second towards desegregation; do you think it might have 
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been ill-advised then or an unfortunate occurrence that this case was 
actually settled by a court of law rather than by the school district 
itself? 
Nealon: Well, ideally a district would see something coming and 
prepare for it, both internally and also public relations-wise. But, 
as you well are aware, not only in the school business, but in almost 
in every business that I'm aware and watched ideal situations do not 
prevail. And, it appears that when a court makes a decision, that 
takes everybody off the hook; we don't have any choice now, we have to 
do it. Whether we want to or not, we've got to do it. That leads to 
a bad attitude. 
SIDE TWO 
Watras: Well, I really want to thank you for spending the time 
wi~th me. 
Nealon: Well I didn't provide any insights, Joe; I just provided 
feelings and I hope I didn't distort anybody's ideas or give some 
wrong opinions. You try to call them as you see them. And maybe 
something can still be done to salvage the desegregation of students 
so that there is meaningful interchange and meaningful dialogue taking 
place between students. Maybe we just have to go through this period 
where we don't see it happening yet, or I don't see it happening yet. 
I want to quality that because I'm sure if somebody else looked at the 
situation, they would see wonderful things happening. And there 
probably are, but not to the degree that one would hope, or the 
general public would expect with the amounts of monies that we spend 
and have been spent or will be spent. So, 10 ok i ng at it po sit i vel y, I 
would say certainly that we should be striving for and anything that 
can be done to accomplish that will be well worth the effort and well 




Well, thank you very much. 
You're welcome. 
15 
